Introduction
Like many people, my first encounter with the Hare Krishna movement was through food. The members of the International Society for Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON), as it is formally named, had set up a table on the national mall in Washington DC near the Smithsonian natural history museum and were distributing free Indian sweets, what they told me was called prasadam. Perhaps hundreds of other people received prasadam that day from those devotees, and like me few (if any) became adherents of Krishna Consciousness. It seemed, at first glance, like a bad return on investment. Nor was my experience that day unique. Every week, ISKCON devotees distribute prasadam in city squares, college campuses, and public parks throughout the world. Given the relatively low rate of return-at least when judged by new members-what inspires ISKCON's leaders and members to devote the resources of time, money, and energy to offering these free meals?
Free prasadam on city streets only hints at the complex practices involving food, cooking, and eating in the Hare Krishna movement. Food offerings, sacred cooking, cookbook publication, food pantry work, and gardening are ways that the Krishna devotees engage with food. The Hare Krishna movement runs a highly successful charitable food program called Food for Life, which bills itself as the largest vegetarian food distribution philanthropy in the world (Rochford 1985: 272; International Society for Krishna Consciousness 2011a). It also operates nearly one hundred restaurants on every continent except Antarctica (International Society for Krishna Consciousness 2011b). The movement has published multiple cookbooks, and several Hare Krishna devotees run popular food blogs. Food practices and a broader tradition of food, cooking, and eating-what scholars call a foodway-is essential to the Hare Krishna movement.
Leaders and members of ISKCON express their foodways through the creation of a unique Krishna Consciousness food culture. In their formative article on the production of cultural perspective, Peterson and Anand argue that six facets of production characterise such cultures, namely technology, law and regulation, industry structure, organisational structure, occupational careers, and market (Peterson and Anand 2004) . Given that ISKCON is a grass-roots religious foodway, religious law and regulation as well as religious organisational structure-rather than corporate, legal, or market-driven forces-most influenced the development of their food culture. A specific theology roots the religious regulation of the cultural production of the foodway, specifically a theology wherein food becomes a visible 'means of grace' of God. Similarly, the organisational structures that affect the creation of this food culture emerge from the sociological dynamics of food preparation and distribution that reinforces religious identity and devotion, and attracts outside goodwill and sometimes conversion.
Theology of Food, Cooking, and Eating in ISKCON
The theology of food in the Hare Krishna movement is rooted in experience and practice rather than theory or erudition. As such, any consideration of the theology of food must begin by considering practice. In the case of food and eating, early ISKCON leader Hayagriva described the origins of the movement as intricately connected with food practices. In his memory of the creation of the International Society for Krishna Consciousness, he highlighted food practices as one of the moments of beginning for the movement.
It was in August also that we began taking prasadam (food offered to Krishna) 1 at noon in Srila Prabhupada's room in the back apartment. Kirtanananda was beginning to cook at this time under the personal instructions of Srila Prabhupada. He was the first cook, and in the beginning Stradisa assisted him and then Achyutananda (though no one at this time was formally initiated). Later Srila Prabhupada told me that at the time he was wondering whether American boys would like prasadam. He would laugh at this because prasadam turned out to be one of the most successful parts of our program. At first, all of the prasadam was put on one plate, which was Srila Prabhupada's. It consisted of only dahl (split pea), some rice and curry, and
